hey're in your face. Banana skins. Dried. Cured. Blackened. Flattened. Sewn together in a panel. Stretched. Taut. On a frame. Right in your face. And it smells. It's rich. Gorgeous. You can't move too far away. Get too distanced. If you want to keep the headphones on. The ones that are attached to the little metal box below the panel and the frame. The one with the number on. E490347.
The wire is pretty short. And you're listening to someone talking. His name is Vitalis Emmanuel. He's a farmer. A banana farmer. From St Lucia in the Windward Islands. The islands that, along with Jamaica, Belize and Suriname, supply UK consumers with two-thirds of the 5 billion bananas they get through in a year. 1 There's a war going on. A banana war. It threatens his way of life. And you're intimately involved in that. Although you may not fully realize it.
E490347. That number is his number. It's printed on the box. The box that protects the bananas that he grows on their long journey to the shelves of your local supermarket or greengrocer. You might take one of his hands home. Peel the fruits of his labour. Eat them. Enjoy them. Nice. The smell from the skins could be taking you right there. But they're his skins, from his hand. Dried, cured, blackened, flattened, stitched, stretched and hung in front of you. Taken from a box of his bananas. They had been given out to people passing a Body Shop in Nottingham. On the condition that they ate them there and then. And T gave back the skins. In return they were given a card. On it was printed the number from the box. E490347 was one of them.
Back. In your face. He's talking. On a six-minute loop. He's asking you -yes YOU! -some questions. They're simple and profound. At the same time. He's raving. About money. And his skin. He demands to know, 'What is money?' He explains, 'I've been working for 50 years, and 30 years ago I used to get up at 6 in the morning and go to bed at 8 at night and earn that much money. And I could feed my children! Now I still work the exact same hours. I get up at 6 o'clock in the morning, and I, and I earn that much money. And They're talking to other people in the room right now. A young woman stands five or six feet to your left. She's wired into another banana farmer. Questioning. 'Who is this "British Housewife"? We keep being told about the "British Housewife"!! How does she know what a banana's supposed to be?' She's the person 'forcing' the grower to use more and more of those expensive agro-chemicals. That kill the worms in the soil. That make the fruits look nicer. Whatever that means. Isn't she? Across the room, another farmer is telling another visitor about the past. About British imperialism and its aftermath. About slavery. This person lives out the pleasure and the pain of growing bananas. 'We love bananas. And, because we're so powerless, the government wants us to go into tourism. We don't want to be slaves again. Cleaning people's shoes. We've done that now for 300 years.' But that's what many will be going back to. If they cannot sell their lovingly tended bananas to 'the British housewife'. Or her partner, her brother, her sister, her child. Whoever you are. They think that you should know this. Think about this. Of course, tourism brings in the 'top dollar'. But that's the dollar that stays at the top. Not like the banana dollar. That gets to poorer St Lucians. 'From the ground up. ' These farmers are talking to the people who eat what they grow. You! Probably. In that public space. They haven't had the chance to do that before. Most tourists who go to St Lucia don't want to know. Or it's not part of their itinerary, anyway. On their romantic stay on this 'paradise isle'. Many only come for a few hours. On the cruise ships. They get served some lovely bananas. But these ones are usually grown elsewhere. In Venezuela, for example. So-called 'dollar bananas'. They're cheaper to grow there. On large plantations. Economies of scale. That's it. Windward Island bananas aren't cheap, you know. On the 'open market'. Under 'free trade' conditions. The big US banana companies don't think that it's 'fair' that Windward and other ACP bananas are imported to the EU on preferential terms. From countries that used to be parts of some member states' empires. The US government has approached the World Trade Organization for an adjudication on this matter.
Things have moved on since Mr Emmanuel and the other farmers were asked to have their say in 1996. In April 1999 the WTO made the EU pay the US $191 million in damages for this 'unfair' trading. The US drew up a list of European products on which it was going to impose a 100 per cent import tariff. On companies making cashmere clothes. Bath products. Cartons used to house cosmetic products. By Revlon. Elizabeth Arden. Calvin Klein. Plenty more. And only the cashmere companies were bailed out by the UK government. The rest were in trouble. They were losing contracts. And thousands of people were going to lose their jobs. In England. In Scotland. In plenty of other parts of Europe. In France, handbag-makers were to be hit. 3 This may have touched you. As a consumer. As a worker. Perhaps you are both. And more besides.
It is bound to touch Mr Emmanuel. He works hard to grow the bananas that you eat. He loves growing bananas. You may love eating the bananas that he grows. You've had a relationship based on bananas for longer than you know. And that's simple enough. But this 'banana war' isn't. It's not just about bananas. No way. Plenty more people, issues and ways of imagining the relationships between people are tied in, and the connections seem to be spreading by the day. 'Fair trade' rules were to be discussed at the WTO meeting in Seattle. In Things have moved on in the 'banana wars'. Since Mr Emmanuel had his views recorded. But that doesn't mean that the installation is out of date. It's a sculpture that's alive. And you're keeping it alive. You're part of its growth. The way that it's changing. This installation isn't the final product. There can't be one. Because it's all about perceptions. Picturings. Heightened awarenesses. There's some explanation about that in the gallery space. It's written on part of a wall. And in the catalogues you can help yourself to if you like. A story of how this installation was put together. This isn't about connective aesthetics. It is connective aesthetics. An emerging, expanded process. Drawing in and on all kinds of connections. 5 It's not Shelley Sacks's creative work. Alone. It's the creative work of all of those who have been in touch with these skins. In an immediate sense, that's Shelley Sacks, the people who helped her to give out those bananas in Nottingham and to collect the skins, the people who helped to dry, cure and stitch those skins into panels, the 20 St Lucian banana growers, and all those people -politicians, business people, extension officers and others -who helped her to find them. Add to that the representative groups campaigning for changing relationships between producers and consumers. Of bananas and plenty of other things. Like Banana Link. 6 Like those wanting to promote the growing of organic bananas in the Windward Islands. And plenty more. Including you, and me. It's all over the place. And it's not her creative work. It's their creative work. Our creative work. Collective. And connective. Creating a reflective space. A space of possibility. Where connections can be seen. Felt. Thought through. Perceptions that can make a difference. Maybe. Somehow.
It has worked for some. The coordinator of a farmers' sustainable development group in the Caribbean visited the installation when it was set up in the Brixton Art Gallery. In South London. In May 1998. He was on his way to Maastricht for an important meeting. He came to a forum at the gallery. And he said, 'One thing we've really learned from this project is that we are artists, 'cause we used to know what an artist meant. Then we thought artist meant in the kind of western idea: making pictures on walls. But now we know, again, "artist" means bigger than that. It means we can shape our world!' Through social sculpture.
